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While members of Congress voted to delay the base-closing process by two years, a statewide military committee continued its efforts to protect the military installations in Arizona.

"It's interesting news, but we need to keep our guard up," Lisa Atkins, co-chair of the Governor's Military Affairs Commission, said.

The Military Affairs Commission discussed the future of the Base Realignment And Closing (BRAC) planned for 2005 and the best plan of action to protect Arizona's bases during its first meeting Thursday at the Yuma County Board of Supervisors Auditorium.

On Wednesday, the House Armed Services Committee voted to delay next year's round of military base closings recommended by Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld until 2007. This amendment was added to a defense spending bill after Peoria Mayor John Keeganon delivered 10,000 postcards from Arizona residents expressing their support for Luke Air Force Base near Phoenix, according to an article in the Arizona Republic.

For many months, there has been speculation that Luke Air Force Base, a major F-16 training facility, will be closed because of encroachment issues.

On Thursday afternoon, the House approved the defense spending bill, which included the BRAC delay.

Now, the Senate must approve a final version of the bill before sending it to President George W. Bush.

Gov. Janet Napolitano, who visited Yuma Proving Ground Thursday morning, encouraged the commission to move forward for now.

"The time line set for BRAC for 2004 and 2005 is the time line we need to operate under," she said. "I don't think it's going to be delayed."

This national news complicated a presentation on BRAC given by Dion Roland Flynn, the governor's policy advisor on military affairs, who reviewed the base-closing schedule for the commissioners.

Unless the process is delayed, the Department of Defense is required to release the recommended list of base closures or realignments in May 2005. This is the list that no one wants to be on, Flynn said.

"Everyone says that if the installation is on this list, the probability is very unlikely of getting off that list," she said.

She also emphasized that the rumors circulating across the country about closures are just that.

"There is no BRAC list," Flynn said. "There are some floating around on the Internet. But there is no specific BRAC list."

Retired Marine Lt. Gen. Robert Johnston said that Arizona has a lot of advantages, including weather conditions that permit year-round training, the Barry M. Goldwater Range and a terrain that closely resembles the Middle East.

The economic impact on the state is also a factor. But it's not an argument that will save Arizona's military bases, Johnston said.

"It's important that we not use the argument of what it does for our economy," he said. "Instead, show what we can offer the DOD."

The commission's meeting also was complicated by state H.B. 2140, which Napolitano is expected to sign into law today.

This legislation, which has several passages specifically devoted to Luke Air Force Base, addresses issues such as planning and zoning for military airports, sound attenuation standards in building codes and the establishment of the state military installation fund.

The $4.8 million military installation fund will be allocated from the state's general fund. Eighty percent of the money will be used for acquisition of private property for the purpose of preventing encroachment and preserving military installations. 

The remaining 20 percent will be awarded to cities, towns and counties for military installation preservation and enhancement projects, Atkins explained.

The Military Affairs Commission will be responsible for reviewing applications and awarding this money, which will be available July 1. But since the commission is brand new, it must first write the rules for awarding these state funds.

"We have money, but no criteria for distribution," Atkins said. Right now, that is the main goal of the commission.

The next — and critical — step will be planning the defense strategies for BRAC, Flynn said.

"We need a unified message from Arizona," she said.

